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Marylee Macdonald
The Pancho Villa Coin
With their thin arms and caved-in stomachs, barefoot Indians advanced across
the cane fields, hacking left and right with their machetes. My father drove the
highway’s centerline and gestured with his cigarette. “That’s where your sugar
comes from, Janet. The sweat and tears of those poor sons-of-bitches. The
world’s a tug-of-war between the oppressed and the oppressors!”
I picked up my journal, a spiral notebook with a brown, water-stained
cover.
On the way to Vera Cruz we saw exploited Indians.
This was Mexico, 1958, and even before the trip, knew a great deal
about these Indians. In eighth grade, we had studied the Aztec and Mayan
civilizations. I even made a papier-mâché pyramid like the one my father had
just taken my mom and me to see in Cholula, but I worked on my project
before he came home from the waterfront. The moment I heard him open the
door, slid the pyramid under my bed. If I’d shown it to him, he’d think I was
trying to get an A, and that would have made him feel bad. When Father was
my age—thirteen—he’d been kicked out of Roswell Military Academy in New
Mexico, and he was sensitive about his lack of education. That was part of the
reason for the trip, to show me that not everyone in the world had it as good as
did. With the windows cracked open and two inches of humid air streaming
in, I’d had about as much education as I could take. Insects splatted against the
windshield. Then, there was a scrape and a sound like a smashed can.
“Son. Of. A. Bitch!” my father said. “I hope that’s not the oil pan. In
the rearview mirror, his blue, washed-out eyes sought mine. “If the oil pan
blows, I’m putting you in charge. You and your mother stay in the car with the
doors locked. I’ll hitch a ride to the next Pemex. Use the lead pipe if anyone
tries to break in.”
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""Fine,” I said. Nothing bad would happen. The Mexican people were
nice, especially the boys. My mom and me would be stuck in the car, and I
would be bored out of my mind. It was hot, and I wanted to jump in a pool.
My mom had been leaning against the window, her arms tightly folded. Her
hair—matted, curly, and gray—reminded me of her winter lambskin coat. She
looked over at the speedometer, and then, frowning through her glasses, stared
at my father.
""What?” he said.
""Is the car okay? she said.
""We hit another wash-out, he said.
""Are you going to stop?
""No,” he said.
"You could stop,” she said.
""As long as the oil pan’s not punctured,” he said, ""I think we’ll make it.”
""Rex, I’m in quite a bit of pain.”
That meant she had to pee.
""Hold it, he said.
""If you see a gas station...”
""There won’t be one till we get to Vera Cruz.”
had huevos revueltosfor lunch and a Nehi orange, wrote in my journal.
Although my father was unpredictable, I could absolutely count on
one thing: We would never, ever stop between lunch and the place we were
going to spend the night. We had taken a lunch break at a roadside stand where
two boys charged five centavos to let me touch an iguana suspended by a rope
around its neck. The heat made my mom thirsty, and she washed down her
eggs with two entire Cokes. I had a sip of Nehi orange and poured the rest on
the ground so wouldn’t be tempted. Father never let us stop if we had to use
the bathroom, and as I had foreseen, once we hit the road again, he blew past
every gas station. My tongue felt cottony and my throat burned, but at least I
wasn’t in pain. leaned forward, so that my head was between the two of them,
and rested my chin on my arms.
"Can we get a hotel with a swimming pool? asked.
"I need to stop at a bank and cash a traveler’s check, my father said.
"But, Rex,” my mother said, "isn’t it Sunday?”
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol17/iss1/21
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Father blew out a stream of smoke in her direction. He tossed me his
empty Camel’s wrapper. “Here’s a camel for your scrapbook.
“Actually think it might be a dromedary” said.
“Then why does it say "Camel’ on the pack?” he said.
"I don’t know, said.
"Then listen to your old man,” he said. "It’s a camel.”
My mother’s shoulders shifted, and she cleared her throat.
She didn’t have to tell me. I could think what wanted. Just don’t set
him off.
I sniffed the pack, tore off the cellophane, and pulled apart the seam so
that could lay the wrapper flat. The sweet smell of raw tobacco reminded me
of gingerbread, and loved the picture of the exhausted, cranky dromedary.
Its knees looked like they were about to buckle in the desert’s relentless heat.
The big pyramid right by the dromedary’s tail reminded me of the one Cheops
built. But that was Egypt, and all the pyramids in Giza had smooth sides.
The Mexican pyramids had steps that led up to a sacrificial altar where priests
performed their sacrifices, tearing the hearts out of young girls.
""How’s it going back there? my father said.
""Fine,” I said. Fine, fine, and more fine. Everything had to be fine.
The back seat looked like the inside of my desk back in junior high:
colored pencils, a Strathmore drawing pad, scissors, and the red, leather
scrapbook where pasted in postcards, matchbook covers, and ticket stubs. The
scrapbook was different from my journal. My dad didn’t check the scrapbook,
but he insisted on reading my journal every few days, just to make sure hadn't
left out something would want to remember later. The journal was for him,
but the scrapbook was for me. I squeezed mucilage from the angled, rubber
top and pasted the cigarette wrapper next to a postcard of a church in Orizaba
where we’d stopped the night before.
liked Orizaba. I wished we could have stayed there longer than one
night.
The Pico de Orizaba is covered with snow. At 18,490 feet, it is the tallest mountain
in Mexico.
When we pulled into Orizaba, my mother got busy unpacking her
suitcase and told me to go out to the hotel pool by myself. It was cool, and at
first, thought the water might be too cold, but my father would have gotten
angry if didn’t get in, so did. Backstroking, could see the volcano. Girl
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twins who did not look alike came running out when they heard me splashing
around. One year older than me, the twins had just emerged from the jungles
of the Yucatan. Their father, an archeologist, had discovered a new pyramid
at Mayapan, and they had held string and helped him take measurements. The
red spots on their legs came from leeches.
Karen, the oldest twin by six minutes, noticed the way my breasts were
pooching out of my swim top. "Your mom should buy you a larger suit.”
“She will, I said, “but they don’t sell suits here in the local markets.”
In the markets, Indian women sit on the ground and sell black pottery, flowered
blouses, and rebozos.
“I’ll be relieved to get back to civilization,” Karen said. “My suit’s all
mildewy.” She snapped her bikini top.
“ prefer the jungle.” The other twin, Marion, slipped down into the
water and said “brrrgh! She had on a one-piece like me, but she wasn’t spilling
out of it. Her wavy, permed hair looked like the mom on Father Knows Best.
“I’m going to be an archeologist,” Marion said.
“ want to be one, too.” had wanted to study archeology ever since I
was eleven and read The March of Archeology. The author, C.W Ceram, had a lot
of stuff about Heinrich Schliemann and the discovery of King Tut’s tomb in
the Valley of the Kings. There was a curse on the tomb, and two of the three
archeologists had bad luck, like dying. I wanted to stay in Orizaba—These were
the only two girls my age I’d seen in five weeks!—but my father said it was a
dumpy town with no action.
In Orizaba twins who didn’t look alike were staying in our same hotel.
At dinner, the man in charge of the restaurant put our parents at one
table and us girls at another. Two weeks ago, I came down with Montezuma’s
revenge, and ever since then, the only thing my mom had let me eat was
scrambled eggs. Tonight, she thought was over it and said I could have
tamales. I made up my mind to eat in a hurry so I could have another swim.
The pool had a diving board, and maybe there’d be some cute Mexican boys. I
wanted to practice my jackknife and see if the twins could do flips.
At the grownups’ table, their father said, “I’m Dr. Arnold Brinkerman,
a lowly professor in the Department of Archeology at the University of New
Mexico.”
“My name’s Rex Elmo Stone, my father said. “Don’t know if you’re
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol17/iss1/21
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aware of this, but in Latin, 'Rex' means King.”
''Does he always introduce himself like that?” Karen whispered. She
had painted her nails before dinner and changed into a three-tiered, ruffled
fiesta skirt.
''Not always,” said. Just most of the time. Feeling my face grow hot, I
tucked my chin and took a forkful of rice. Thank goodness my mother wasn’t
insisting on huevos revueltos. That would have been embarrassing.
My mother twisted the hem of her napkin. A rooster piñata with curly
red-and-blue feathers hung from the ceiling. She kept looking up at it as if she
wanted to take a stick and give it a good whack. My father was getting on her
nerves.
"Your mother’s kind of quiet, Marion said.
“She’s shy.” put a hand to my cheek, wanting to protect my mom and
hoping they wouldn’t examine her face and comment on that, too.
“Our mother didn’t come on this trip, Marion said. “We think our
parents are getting a divorce.”
“Why? said.
“She’s tired of pulling off leeches.” Karen looked at her nails. “Besides,
she has a rich boyfriend.”
“But she’s married,” said.
“What does that have to do with anything?” Karen said.
Marion shrugged. “Grownups. They think they can hide stuff.”
“Our mother thought it was a big secret,” Karen said.
“He still loves her. Marion looked pityingly at her father.
Wearing khaki shorts and holding the ankle of a leg he’d pulled onto
his knee, their father, whose big ears made it seem like he was hanging on my
father’s every word, rocked back in his chair. My father was a good head taller
and fifteen years older, with broad shoulders and a stomach he liked me to
punch to see if he could “take it.” His hair had turned white during the war,
and he told Dr. Brinkerman he’d been a Marine. Actually, he’d served in the
Merchant Marine, loading and unloading cargo. He shifted to another topic:
the longshoreman’s union, the I.L.WU. He could go on about the union for
hours.
My father had met my mother, an elementary school teacher who’d
moved out to California from Colorado, at Playland at the Beach. They’d been
Published by eGrove, 2012
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put in the same car for the ride through the "Tunnel of Love. Sometimes, my
mom would get a wistful look and tell that story, but in Orizaba, my mother
sat with her shoulders drawn in, dabbing her weepy eye with a handkerchief. A
scar on the right side of her face pulled like the elastic neckline of her flowered
dress. Before she met my father, she had been married to a different man,
whom she’d had to move out west to escape. She was lucky to have met my
father, she said, because, otherwise, she wouldn’t have had me. The scar came
from right after I was born. My father joked about her running into a door.
"Mom! I raised my hand.
Marion and Karen looked at each other. Karen whispered, "Do you
have to raise your hand if you want to ask a question?
"It’s polite, said.
My father shook his finger. "You’re interrupting an adult conversation.
'Yes, Sir,” said. My father had been born with water on the brain, and
his mother died when he was two. Most of his life he’d lived in El Paso with
his Aunt Mamie, but she sent him to Roswell Military Academy because she
couldn’t handle him. He’d been raised without a father figure, my mother said.
That was why he was the way he was, and we had to be patient.
My mother smiled lopsidedly in my direction, then folded her napkin
and put it on the table. "That was a tasty dinner.”
raised my hand again.
'Yes, Janet?” she said.
"Is my forty-five minutes up yet?
She checked her watch. "I think it’s safe to go in the water.”
The twins looked at each other, and Karen whispered, "Do they always
treat you like a baby?
I shrugged. "My mother does.”
My father slapped Dr. Brinkerman on the shoulder, almost knocking
him from his chair. "Let me buy you a drink, Doc. Pick your poison. Tequila
or mescal.”
The archeologist relaxed the squint of his forced smile, picked up his
Dos Equis, and took one last swig. He looked at his daughters. "I think I’d
better call it a night.
"Oh, come on,” my father said. "My wife can sit by the pool.”
"Janet will sleep better with a swim,” my mother said. "It won’t be any
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol17/iss1/21
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trouble to watch your daughters.”
“The twins have been in the water enough today Dr. Brinkerman
said. “If they swim anymore, they’ll turn into fishes.
My father said, “I never met a man I didn’t like and who didn’t like me,
and I won’t take offense, even though normally do when a man won’t let me
buy him a drink.”
Dr. Brinkerman blanched. “It’s just that I’ve had a long day.
“Rex, my mother said, you’ve had a long day, too.”
“Party poopers,” he said. “All right, Lorrie. You go to bed. I’ll be along
in a minute.”
My mother looked at me. We knew what that meant.
The twins and Dr. Brinkerman were staying in another wing of the
hotel, but while Karen ran back to their room to get something to write their
address on—so I could send them a postcard—my mother told Dr. Brinkerman
we’d just come from Mexico City.
“Oh, really?” he said. “Did you drive down the west coast, then?”
We went to a goat ranch near Hermosillo and I got to pet the baby goats. They were
very cute.
My father had been coming to Mexico on his own for years, and this
was the first time he’d brought us. We’d driven down through the Sonoran
desert and stopped in Hermosillo to visit one of my dad’s friends, a Yaqui
Indian who lived on a goat ranch and who’d fought with Pancho Villa. Then,
we’d gone to Acapulco, “where Rex had some business,” my mother told
Dr. Brinkerman. After that, we’d driven up to the capitol, Mexico City, then
dropped down to the east coast. Vera Cruz was our last stop before heading
home. She traced a triangle in the air. “That’s our trip.”
“Sounds like you’ve covered a lot of ground. Dr. Brinkerman
looked back in the direction my father had gone. "Your husband’s quite the
character.”
“He is that. My mother dabbed her eye. “Rex is one of a kind.

Thepoliticalsystem in Mexico is controlled by wealthyfamilies. Elections are rigged
by the P.R.I.
My father’s letters-to-the-editor appeared frequently in the San Francisco
Chronicle. My mother typed them and checked for spelling errors. The year
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before, he had taken us to Washington, D.C. for a lesson in democracy so I
would appreciate the many freedoms most Americans took for granted. He
showed me the Bill of Rights in the Library of Congress and said any citizen of
the United States had just as much right to speak his mind as Joseph McCarthy.
The place he wanted to show me the most was the F.B.I. headquarters. The
F.B.I. was tapping the phones of his union’s leadership. Maybe even ours, he
thought. “J. Edgar Hoover thinks he’s such a big shot, my father said. “Let
him come out on the sidewalk, and I’ll show him who’s boss. My father had
spent the entire time we were in Washington being mad.
But this year was different. This year, he wanted to enjoy himself, and
he wanted the vacation to give me an international perspective.” Besides,
thirteen was an impressionable age, he said, and a trip to Mexico would help
me with my accent. My father wanted me to speak Spanish like a native. Before
his Aunt Mamie sent him to Roswell, he had picked up Spanish on the streets
of El Paso and Juarez. As I fell asleep, I heard him over in the cantina, singing
his version of La Cucaracha” with some Mexican men.
When I’d first started learning Spanish back in seventh grade, he’d
translated the lyrics, so sang along silently, the words and the melody ringing
in my ears.
La Cucaracha, la Cucaracha
Ya no puede caminar
Porque lefalta, porque lefalta,
Marijuana quefumar.
When he explained what the words meant, Father had staggered around,
clutching his chest and acting silly. The cockroach smoked so much marijuana,
he made himself all relaxed and couldn’t walk to save his life. Watching him act
like a clown in the circus, I laughed the way did when he tickle-tortured me,
except the laughing felt better because I could stop before wet my pants.
***

He had been a better father when I was young. When I was five or
six, he’d take me down to the waterfront to fish, and we’d sit on the wharf’s
creosoted timbers and let our feet swing above the water. He praised me for
baiting my own hook, and he showed me how to tie on the red-and-white
plastic bob. Sometimes, my mom and I would meet him for dinner and he’d
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol17/iss1/21
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take us to Alioto’s on Fisherman’s Wharf. If we came early, he’d zip me around
Pier 44 in his jitney, and once, he took me down in a ship’s cargo hold.
The other thing liked about my father was that he told me things
most grownups wouldn’t, things my mother certainly wouldn’t have told me,
and that made me feel like an adult. Which is to say, trusted. When asked him
what marijuana was, he said poor Negroes smoked it. "Did you ever smoke
it? I asked. "Yes,” he’d said. During the war, he’d smoked "reefer, which was
a kind of cigarette, only stronger. After the war, he’d switched to Camel’s. That
night in Orizaba, my father’s smoke-deepened voice snarled softly along the
corridors and through my open windows, and the next morning, my mother
lamented that his singing had made it hard for her to sleep.
"I slept fine,” I said.
Mother had come in my room to keep from waking him, and she was
folding my clothes and putting them in my suitcase. "He started acting up in
Acapulco, she said. "I’m just so tired of it, could scream.”
***

Acapulco was the first corner of the triangle.
We caught a sea turtle.
Father had taken me out deep-sea fishing, and just as we were about to
cross the blue-water line, looked down and saw a giant sea turtle swimming
near the boat. The captain and two crew members used gaffs to haul the turtle
onboard, and my father brought it back to the hotel in the Impala’s big trunk.
First, he threw it in the cashew-shaped pool, and when it began swimming, he
took off his watch and jumped in fully clothed, straddling the poor creature
and whooping like a cowboy. The bus boys at the restaurant helped him drag
it out. The turtle was still alive, its arms and legs and head retracted in its shell,
but Father said it wouldn’t live long because it had swum in a chlorinated pool,
and he convinced the restaurant’s chef to kill it and make soup.
Turtle soup was a great delicacy, he said, and guess he was right
because the guests in the hotel thanked him. To me, the turtle meat tasted as
chewy as a gum eraser. When his cold blue eyes bored into me and asked me
if that wasn’t about the best thing I’d ever tasted, I had to say, "It’s fine. A lot
better than scrambled eggs. Which was partly the truth.
""When we get over to Vera Cruz, my father had promised, "We’ll
catch a sailfish.” My mother reminded him she got seasick. "You don’t have to
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go," he said.
I actually liked it better when it was just Father and me.
***

It was dusk by the time we pulled into Vera Cruz. Father went into
three or four American hotels and looked at the rooms. Finally, a block from
the main drag, on a street named for Christopher Columbus, he found a
Mexican tourist hotel, which was the kind of place he liked to stay. He went to
the oficina to ask the room price, and my mother and I waited in the hot car.
“What’s taking him so long? said.
You know. She tipped a thumb to her lips and made a gulping
sound.
My father’s bitten nails hooked over the Impala’s window. He opened
my door. "Vámonos!"
“Does this place have a pool?” said.
That’s the second time you’ve asked me that.” My father cupped his
hand to keep the breeze from blowing out his match. His eyes turned a hard,
electric blue. “Don’t make me have to teach you a lesson.”
He didn’t like repetitive questions from my mother or me.
“Is there a diving board?” I said.
“I don’t know.
The hotel was a white, stucco building with a tile roof. gathered up
my art things and put them in my train case. My father opened the trunk and
placed our suitcases on the pavement.
“Did you lock your door?” he said.
"Yes. had an Indian burn on my wrist from the day we went to see
the pyramid at Cholula. I checked the locks. Sealed up tight. My father didn’t
want our car to get stolen.
Although dusty and dinged from the gravel that spit out from the
wheels of trucks, our Impala was the only new car in the parking lot. My
father had bet on a horse named Round Table in the Santa Anita Derby, and
with the money he made off the race, he bought this special model, which he
called firecracker red. My mother thought he should have driven her ’52 Chevy
down, but he said, no, he wanted to show off the Impala to his friends. The
car was evidence of what union organizing could do for the average working
stiff. Without the union behind him, the working man was nothing but a tool
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and dupe of the capitalists.
Just before the trip to Mexico, we’d had his union boss, Harry Bridges,
over to our house for dinner. He was the Australian labor organizer who headed
the International Longshoremen’s and Warehouseman’s Union. The head of
the F.B.I.,—J. Edgar Hoover—was trying to have my father’s boss deported.
Soon after that, two men in gray suits paid a call. I had let them in the house,
and when they asked to look around, I took them to the garage and showed
them my new, three-speed Schwinn. My father said had handled the situation
well.
Just before we left San Francisco, overheard my father tell my mom
that Harry Bridges was trying to close down ports from Seattle to Acapulco.
Because the FBI had tapped Bridges’ phone, my father had volunteered to carry
a message to the Mexican labor organizers. No one would suspect because my
father was down here showing his family a good time.
In Acapulco and again in Mexico City, he’d met up with Fernando
Lluch, a thin, suave thirtyish man with tasseled Italian moccasins and an
annoying habit of pinching my cheek. Señor Lluch took him around to meet
other Communists, and he warned my father to watch out for the federales. But
my father wasn’t afraid of the feds, theirs or ours. From under the front seat,
he took the lead pipe he’d told me to use if the oil pan blew, and he held it like
a walking stick, tapping hollowly on the red tile floor as he led the way to our
rooms.
We passed the hotel’s counter, where a man with his back to us was
sorting mail into letter-sized cubbyholes. My mother saw a restroom. “I’ll join
you in a minute, she said, putting down her suitcase and opening a door that
said, “Damas." Just beyond the restroom, saw a restaurant and cantina. It
was getting dark. Several Mexican workers in straw hats were sitting around
wooden tables, and one had started shuffling cards. When the cards slapped
down on the table, my stomach skipped. If my mom and me were lucky, the
card players would go home before my father joined them. My father was in
some kind of hurry, though, because he’d gone off toward our room. Luckily,
heard the tapping of his steel pipe.
turned a corner and found myself in a completely different world, a
magical garden with birds-of-paradise and red hibiscus and a gurgling fountain.
In the fading sunlight, saw a boy on the hotel’s clay tennis court practicing
Published by eGrove, 2012
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his serve. His white shirt glowed. With high cheekbones and a sculpted jaw, he
looked like a figure in an Orozco mural.
My father stood at the door of his room. “See that kid?”
“Oh, yeah. I guess.” Of course, I saw him. He was the best looking boy
I’d seen on the whole trip.
“He’s rich,” Father said. “Otherwise a kid his age would have a job.”
“How old do you think he is?” said.
“Fourteen or fifteen,” my father said. That kid’s living on Easy
Street.
That’s what my dad said about my mother and me. We lived on Easy
Street. Actually, we lived on Haight, across from Golden Gate Park.
The tennis court at the hotel in Vera Cruz is clay, Father says.
wanted to talk to the boy, or just stand and watch the ball fly from his
hand and his arm extend to reach the sweet spot in the sky, and then connect-twhack! The sound sent an electric thrill through my body. The boy dropped
his racket and stared at me.
“Here’s your room key, my father said, nodding to the room next to
his. “Change into your suit.”
My mother, a suitcase in one hand, train case in the other, clip-clopped
toward us, her skirt swaying around her calves. “Will we eat here, Rex?”
"Yes.” He handed me the key. “After she swims.”
The key, like the one in Treasure Island—brass, with a big round end—
sank into my palm.

stood by the pool’s ladder, too shocked to move. Acacia blossoms
floated on the black water. The ladder into the deep end was all rusty, and there
wasn’t any shallow end. had never seen a swimming pool that wasn’t blue, and
was scared because the water looked thick and smelled like decaying leaves.
It reminded me of The Creature From the Black Lagoon. In the eerie pink sunset,
bubbles rose to the water’s surface. The oily sheen looked like a Spirograph.
The hotel in Vera Cruz had a salt waterpool.
With his long pipe, my father pushed away the leaves and blossoms.
There, he said. “Jump in.”
“The water looks yucky,” I said.
“They take the water straight from the ocean, my father said. “It’s
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cleaner than it looks.”
"Rex,” my mother said. "That water hasn’t been changed in a year.”
"No, Lorrie! he said. "She wanted a place with a pool. She asked
twice, which is against the rules. So, against my better judgment, got her a
pool. He turned, his jaw thrusting out. "Get in.”
My mother looked at the sky, then over at the boy playing tennis.
He was watching us and had his fingers hooked through the court’s cyclone
fence.
"Go on,” Mother said. "It won’t kill you.”
I turned around and backed down the ladder. Inky water swallowed my
legs.
My father put his big hand on my head and pushed. "All the way in.”
Gulping tears, felt my feet slip on the ladder’s steps. Salt stung my eyes, and
when I surfaced, my hair was full of yellow blossoms. dogpaddled to the
ladder and looked up. My father had disappeared.
"Honestly! This just slays me. He can wipe his feet on me all he wants,
but...” My mother held out a towel. "Take your shower before he comes
back.”
Flipping my hair over my face, clawed to get the flowers out, and
when I looked up, I saw a quick skitter through the bushes. pointed. "What’s
that?”
"Oh, my god, it’s a rat as big as a dog!” My mother shivered and hugged
herself. "But, of course. It’s a port, so they would be here.” She draped the
towel around my shoulders.
The first rule when we arrived at a hotel was that was supposed to
put my clothes away, but my closet didn’t have hangers. With the towel over my
shoulders, I ran past the tennis court to the office. My father was there, leaning
on the counter and smoking a cigarette. He was asking about a fishing boat. At
a pause in the conversation, raised my hand. My father asked what I wanted,
and told him.
"I’m sorry.” The manager, a thin, balding man with a quivering
mustache, turned up his palms. “No hay."
"Porque?" my father said.
"Ladrones," the manager said. "People take hanger home.”
My father asked if it was safe to leave his car in the parking lot, and the
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manager said, yes, but it would be better to have someone guard it. While they
negotiated a price, I walked back to my room.
The boy on the tennis court spun his racket and smiled. “Hola.”
“Hola." I waved my fingers. “Como está usted?"
"Bien, y tu?" He was using the familiar form. He dropped his racket,
emptied his pockets of tennis balls, and came toward me, each step a little hop.
His eyes, the black of the pool, had double lashes, and he blinked them slowly,
melting the chocolate of his eyes.
“Cuantos anos tienes?" I said.
“Quince" he said.
Fifteen. Not that much older than me.
“Y que edad tiene tú?"
The familiar form again. I wasn’t good at it. Fourteen, told him,
fudging a year.
He plucked leaves from my hair, and then bent, took my hand, and
raised it to his lips.
My heart thumped in my throat. I looked down the corridor to my
room and said had to go.
“Hasta luego” he said.
He was planning on seeing me later. After it got dark, maybe he would
come to my window and kiss me through the screen. If there was a screen.
Otherwise, would just lean out, like Juliet on her balcony.
opened the door of my room. My mother was there.
“This isn’t your room, I said.
“I’m going to stay with you tonight.” She was folding her gross pink
undies and putting them in a drawer.
“Do you have to?” I said.
“We’ll discuss it after dinner.” She turned down the cover on one of
the twin beds, lay on her back with her hands tucked under her head, and
looked up at the ce ling. Silently, she pointed. A small lizard hung upside down.
Its tongue flicked out, and I heard a sound like pop beads coming apart. Then
she swung her legs off the bed and looked as if she’d made up her mind about
something. “Hurry up! We need to eat right now.”
My hair felt like taffy. That Mexican boy wouldn’t kiss a girl this hideous.
“I’m never going to get these leaves out.
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"Take a shower and be quick about it."
I went in the bathroom. The shower was tile, with no shower curtain,
so I kept my suit on. The shower stall had mold in the corners. " hate this
hotel,” I said.
My mother opened the bathroom door and stood there.
turned on the water. Cold water trickled out. scrubbed with my
fingertips, the way Seventeen said you should do, but the shampoo turned to
mucilage. If could just get the saltwater out of my hair, could tape my bangs
to my forehead, and maybe later, put my hair up in a bun so I'd look older.
My mother stood in the doorway watching me. "You ve got more hair in your
armpits.
clamped my elbows to my sides. "This stupid shampoo isn’t
working.”
"They’re probably on well water, Mother said. "Here, give me your
suit. I’ll rinse it.
"Get out of here, I screamed.
She backed away, and I leapt out of the shower and slammed the door.
Then, I took off my suit and lifted my arm. How completely gross. By the end
of the summer, I was going to look like those Mexican girls on the beach, dark
hairy underarms and legs like the Missing Link.
***

Propped against the headboard of the other twin bed in my room,
Mother leafed through a Life magazine she’d brought from home. The room
was stuffy. A window opened on to the veranda, but it was closed. I pulled
back the curtain. "Don’t open that.” Mother checked her watch. "I don’t want
your father looking in.”
The black phone between our two beds rang. Mother picked up the
receiver. "What do you want? She motioned for me to turn off the room’s
only light, and then she turned her back to me. In her pleading voice, said, "I
haven’t slept for a week, Rex, and it’s ruining my health. Last night was the final
straw! I can’t take this anymore.”
didn’t see what was so bad about last night. Orizaba was not much
different from any other night, and at least I’d met some kids my age. It had
been cooler. We were close to the volcano. There had been hangers. The room
here in Vera Cruz felt like a closet, airless and dank. My mother raised a hand
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to shield her face, the way people did in confession, not wanting strangers to
hear.
I slipped my hand under the curtain, turning the handle and inviting
an inch of forbidden air into the room. My mother didn’t know that before we
went to the goat ranch in Hermosillo, through the rusty screen of our hotel, I
had stayed up half the night kissing a boy who’d been diving in the pool. It was
a high dive, too. And all the time I had been bobbing in the surf in Acapulco,
with my mother napping in the shade of a giant umbrella, had been kissing a
boy underwater. On the lips. Before I got scared, I had let him put his fingers
inside my suit and touch my breast.
The curtain fluttered. The boy on the tennis court toweled off, picked
up the bucket of serving balls, and walked on tiptoe toward the veranda. Turned
away from me, my mother sat on the bed, her forehead in her hand, her back
hunched. There was no light in the room. slipped my hand through the open
window, crooking my finger for the boy to come closer. He crouched down,
crept under the window, and turned his palm upside down against mine. His
skin felt warm and soft. Then he let go of my hand and his mouth surrounded
my middle finger, sucking. A wet delicious ripeness flowed through me, a peach
squeezing juice, and the sharp edges of his teeth bit my knuckle.
Someone shouted, "Carlos!” Then he was gone, the bucket of balls left
behind. Oh, if could just get my mother out of the room. Tonight, he would
come with mariachis strumming their small guitars. I wondered if he sang. It
would be romantic if he could. The phone receiver clacked down. Mother’s
head dropped back, and she screamed silently at the ceiling. A fist thumped the
wall. Quickly, I pulled the window closed, locked it, and let the curtain drop.
"Get away from that window in case he breaks the glass, Mother said.
Outside, Father kicked over the bucket of balls and cursed. jumped
back. While was in the shower, he must have gone to the cantina for a pickme-up. He beat the door. "Lorrie! Lorrie! Open up! I’ll be good.” When no
one answered, he said, "You stupid broad. If you don’t open now, I’m going
to have to teach you a lesson.”
I crouched in the corner over my train case, pretending, in the dark,
to want my colored pencils, but I brought the back of my hand to my nose.
Nutmeg and toast: That’s what Carlos smelled like. would never wash my
finger again.
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Mother sat on the sagging bed, leaned forward and ran her fingers
through her hair. In the heat, her curls had gone limp. She clicked on a lamp
by her bed. The bare bulb drew bugs that circled with atomic fury. “He’ll be
back,” she said, batting the bugs from her lopsided face. “He’s just going to get
some liquid courage.” She punched the pillow with her fist. “This is ridiculous.
That pool stunt was the final straw.”
I pulled back the curtain and saw my father stumbling toward the
office. The cantina was down there.
“Do you think you could skip a meal?” Mother said.
“If it’s scrambled eggs, sure,” I said.
“Then put your clothes in your suitcase.”
“Are we moving to another room?”
“No, we’re going home.”
“Do you have the car keys?”
“We’re not taking the car. Mother’s mouth was set in a firm line, the
line, that always crumpled when Father taught her a lesson. “We’re going to
fly.”
For a minute, thought of a magic carpet, and then I realized she was
talking about a plane.
Never before had I seen my mother win. Oh, she tried, but she always
gave up. Father would say in a patient, teacherly voice, the same voice he used
when he was telling me what to write down in my journal, “Why do you always
have to learn the hard way?” To be fair, I had never seen him hit her. They
rarely argued. To teach my mother a lesson, Father took her hand as if she were
a littl child and led her to their bedroom. Whatever he did to her was probably
worse than what he did to me. Once he had gotten mad at me, lunged, grabbed
my hair, and snapped it back until my neck cracked. I was down on my knees
between his legs, begging him to stop. It was the first time got all A's, and
he claimed I was too big for my britches. Getting one B satisfied him. I was
smarter than my mother. It never took more than one lesson.
Mother beckoned me to the bed and pulled down the elastic front of
her dress. “A woman should always have mad money in her bosom,” she said.
From the top of her corset, where two giant cones pushed her flesh together,
Mother withdrew a tiny cotton sack, cinched with pink embroidery thread and
held in place by a small, gold safety pin.
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“Undo this for me,” she said.
Touching her sweaty flesh, my fingers shook. The pin snapped
sideways. lifted out the little sack and handed it to her. Inside was a roll of
bills, American money.
The only problem I foresee is that the banks are closed. We won’t be
able to change money, but I’m sure they’ll sell us a ticket at the airport.”
“How do you know where the airport is?” said.
“I don’t, but the cab driver will. Last night, after your father went off
to the bar, I went out and sat by the pool. The archeologist came out to see the
stars. That’s how I know there’s an airport in Vera Cruz. We can fly to Mexico
City.
“Do you have enough money?”
“ think so.” She reached up and squeezed my chin. “As long as we’re
away from here, we’ll be safe.” Looking me in the eyes as if she wanted to tell
me something important, and with the ruined half of her face gathered by the
scar’s bad stitching, she finally settled on, “You’re a beautiful young woman. It
killed me today to watch him push you underwater.”
“It wasn’t so bad.” My voice came out in a squeak.
She gave my chin a shake. “No, Janet. It was bad.” Then, she strode
across the room, opened the window, climbed on a chair, and swung her legs
over the sill. I handed the suitcases over and boosted myself across. Mother
threw the room key back on the table and pushed the window shut.
The spiky fronds of maguey plants cut my hands. Mother, flattening
herself against the side of the hotel and dragging her suitcase, made for the
Avenida Christofer Colon. When we turned the corner, I saw the curved, concrete
roof of the cantina. It projected out like the prow of a ship, and below it, a
half-wall encircled a table where five men sat playing cards. Above their heads
flashed a strip of pink neon: "Cabeza de Vaca." Head of cow. A pink glow
reflected off the white of my father’s shirt. expected him to feel my eyes on
his back, but he didn’t, and I felt sad because was leaving, and he didn’t have
a chance to say goodbye. Then, we were on the avenue, where traffic and taxis
whizzed past. My mother stepped forward and waved her white handkerchief.
A taxi stopped and we got in. Tell the driver to take us to the airport, Mother
said.
"Al aeropuerto," I said. That was easy. Soon my Spanish would be as
good as Father’s. Meanwhile, this was like being in the middle of a Nancy Drew
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or Hardy Boys’ mystery, with my mother and me threatened by dangerous
bandidos. The lights of the occasional passing car threw a momentary glow
across the road, illuminating a campesino pedaling home on a rickety bike or
pulling a cart of firewood. When the road turned to gravel, didn’t see any
other cars. Maybe the taxi driver was going to kidnap us and take my mother’s
money. Maybe we’d be stranded and hope my father would figure out where
we’d gone. Maybe he’d miss us. I felt a flutter of hunger and a confusing twist
in my stomach. would never see Carlos again.
At last, far from the city, the taxi pulled into a parking lot, and we
unloaded our luggage. My eyes could barely make out the single-engine crop
dusters along the edges of a narrow runway. The planes looked like toys. From
the double doors of a brightly lit Quonset hut, half a dozen Mexican cowboys
reeled out, bellowing songs into the night.
Mother stood there, a suitcase in each hand. She squared her shoulders.
"Tell the driver to wait.”
“Let me think.” Was “wait quedar or quitar? didn’t want to tell him to
leave by mistake.
“I speak English.” The stocky young man with a silver crucifix around
his neck closed the taxi’s trunk. “Better come with you.
The moment we stepped into the metal building, the drunk men
outside acted like a wobbly line of ants. Single file, they streamed indoors. The
Quonset hut smelled of oil and diesel fuel, and in the back of it, four dimly
lit work-bays held pieces of disassembled engines. Propellers leaned against
the walls. Toward the front was the snack bar’s long counter and men sitting
on wooden stools. When looked their way, they shifted their hips and spread
their knees. I moved closer to my mother. The taxi driver asked the bartender
when the next flight left.
The man, who smiled, exposing a silver tooth, turned to a calendar. He
pointed at the day. Mañana"
“Aren’t there any flights tonight?” my mother said.
“Runway no have lights,” the driver said. “If you want, buy ticket now,
go tomorrow.”
“Okay, okay, let me think. Mother looked up in her head for a moment,
and then her eyes made a circle of the room. Like bookends, a Coke machine
and a cigarette machine stood at either end of a grease-stained leather couch.
88
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"What time is the first flight?”
The driver asked the bartender, and the man said noon. If the plane
didn’t break down, the driver translated.
"All right.” She started to take money from her purse. She looked at the
couch. "We can sit over there.”
"You wait? the taxi driver said incredulously. He looked at me.
Mother looked at me, too. "I guess you’re right. It would be better to
go back.”
"Maybe we should stay here,” I said. "It might be better to.”
"Lady...” The taxi driver folded his arms. "I no can wait all night.”
grabbed my mother’s arm. "Mom! We’ll be fine here.”
Mother shook her head. "Don’t worry. We can come back in the
morning if he’s still bad.”
I couldn’t form a picture of tomorrow in my mind. The plan, speeding
fast in one direction, toward safety, was now rewinding back towards Father. I
began to pray for one thing: That he hadn’t discovered we’d ever left.
The driver loaded our suitcases in the trunk. "I sorry,” he said. "I not
know.” slumped down on my seat, and when the driver pulled into the circle
drive and a pink slash of neon cut across the back seat, ducked down onto
the floor and buried my head, the nuclear attack drill.
"Get up from there, Mother said. "Act like a big girl.”
Mother dragged the suitcases to the protection of the undergrowth
and waited to keep them from being stolen, while I crept between the magueys
and the wall. Across the stucco, the moon threw a wash of blue. Twenty
identical windows were evenly spaced out. All but one was dark. My father
was humming, and could hear the sound of his unhurried pee. Our room
was next door. pried out window open. My mother, her footsteps crunching
on the gravel, brought the suitcases. I put my finger to my lips. The bathroom
light went out.
Mother whispered, "Boost me up.
laced my fingers, but her foot burst through.
"Kneel down, then.”
I dropped to my knees and let her stand on my back. A piece of glass
embedded itself in the heel of my hand. Mother was half way through, legs
outside kicking, head and arms inside.
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“Put your hands down on the floor,” I whispered. “Do a somersault.”
“I’m too old, Mother said.
pushed. Something ripped. Then she was in. heaved the suitcases
inside, then pulled myself through the window.
In Vera Cruz mother and I took long naps and slept through dinner. Father
thought we hadgone out to eat by ourselves.
A knock came at the door. Mother looked at me. “Yes?” she said.
“Señora Stone,” a man said. “Open the door.
“Just a minute,” she said. “I’ll be right there. Mother’s dress was hiked
up. She smoothed it down. “Turn on a light,” she whispered, and did. Mother
opened the door. It was the manager, his narrow mustache twitching, his bow
tie askew.
“Todo la noche. your husband drink,” the man said, “and he come back
to bar this minute.”
“I’m sorry,” Mother said. “He can be difficult.”
“He say friend of PanchoVilla. You know what? Pancho Villa, he die
in 1917.”
“I didn’t know that,” Mother said.
“ not want your husband make trouble. The manager wiped his brow
and looked over his shoulder. “I must close office. Go home.”
I came to the door. “Sometimes I can calm him down.”
The room threw a triangle of light onto the veranda. Coming toward
us was Father, his white hair flying back, shirttail out, belt unbuckled. Metal
clinked in his pockets. “It’s my lucky night. Grinning, he held a circle of silver,
like a moon, between his thumb and forefinger. “I see you’ve met my old lady,
Raul.” He slapped the manager’s shoulder. “But if she won’t sleep with you,
don’t blame me. She’s harder to fuck than a knot-hole, and drier too.”
Mother never cried—Father liked it too much, and she didn’t like to
give him the satisfaction—but she was crying
The left side of her mouth
twisted like her handkerchief, while the right side remained frozen.
“Hey, honey, Father called from the darkness, give your old man a
hand with his key.”
By his tone, I knew he meant me. His words didn’t slur, so I couldn’t
tell how far gone he was. I prayed this was a beer drunk. Mescal made him
mean. Any delay and he would start acting up. Pushing past the manager, I
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took the key, and with my father propped on one stiff arm against the wall, his
hot, sour breath in my face, I used my nail to find the tiny crescent where the
key went in. Then, I stepped into the room and let my father pass. He tossed
coins on his bed and went into the bathroom. The faucets squeaked. His belt
buckle dropped on the floor. Turn the light on, he called. “ don’t want to
bark my shins.
turned on the light.
“Try to get him to bed,” Mother whispered from the doorway. She
took the key to our room from her pocket, placing it urgently in my hand. “Let
yourself in when you’re done, but whatever happens, don’t give him your room
don’t think he’ll harm you, but be cautious.”
put the key in my pocket. I didn’t want the manager looking in. My
father’s key was still in the lock. took it out and closed the door softly, so
Father wouldn’t think about going back to the cantina. Then, I turned on the
night light by the bed. The coins were larger and heavier than silver dollars. I
scooped them up and put them on the dresser. Counting his winnings, I stood
with my back half turned, catching the open slice of the bathroom door in my
side vision. My father had taught me how to approach a mean dog. Stay calm
inside, give the dog time to growl or challenge, but never taking a step back. I
put the coins in stacks of five.
In the dribble of water from the shower, my father sang.
La Cucaracha, la cucaracha
Ya no quiere caminar
Porque lefalta, porque lefalta
Marijuana quefumar.
He’d told me the lyrics were no puede caminar, not no quiere caminar.
There was a big difference between the cockroach not being able to walk and
not wanting to. I remembered the first time he sang me that song, how he’d
staggered around, clutching his chest and making, a big joke of it, how fun he
could sometimes be. Maybe the shower would sober him up.
When the water shut off, heard a towel sandpaper bare skin. He came
out with a towel tucked around his waist, a pack of Camels in his hand, one lit
and dragging down the corner of his mouth. His legs straddled the corner of
the bed, and where the towel spread, could see that thing in the middle like
a pink rolled-up sock. “Pe-nis.” The word made me cringe, thinking of Mrs.
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Roberts, my seventh grade teacher, with a flip chart and her long pointer, saying
“penis" and “vagina” and “testes” and “uterus. The word “penis sounded
foreign and ugly, but the way he was sitting, could not help looking at his.
“How many coins are there? my father said.
“Fifty eight.
picked up one of the coins and looked at the close
grooves on the thin edge.
“You know what they are?”
“Silver pesos?”
“Nope. Guess again.”
He liked to play this game of superior knowledge. That he was playing
it now showed he was getting himself back in a good mood. Still, it seemed
as if I had stepped into a battle my parents were fighting, and nobody had
bothered to explain the rules.
“You’re not scared to be in here with your old man, are you?”
“I’m not scared.” Twisting a chair around so that my back was to him,
I sat near the dresser and arranged the coins by the year they were minted.
“What kind of coins are these? asked.
“Mexican silver dollars,” he said. “Navaho Indians use them for jewelry.
The last time saw any, I was in Ciudad Juarez, thirteen, your age, and a friend
took me to see Pancho Villa. He gave me one. I’ll show you when we get
home.”
He was still drunk.
“Okay, I said.
“Count out thirty and take them to your mother. He caught the ash in
his cupped hand.
I counted out loud. One, two, three.
Father has a coin that Pancho Villa gave him.
I counted the coins all over again by twos and then by threes. Sitting
on the corner of the bed, he was an arm’s reach from me, and if tried to
run, he’d grab my arm and jerk it up behind my back, the way he did when we
watched wrestling on TV.
He stubbed out his cigarette in an ashtray and brushed off his
hands. “You remember last year’s vacation when took you to the FBI
headquarters?
"Yes, sir,” said.
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"Can you name the Top Ten violent crimes?”
My mind could not make these sudden leaps—ollowing him would
lead to some trick—but the picture of a yellow poster board came into my
mind.
"Murder. Arson. Armed robbery. Assault and battery. Felony theft.
Kidnapping. Blackmail. Um, killing a police officer. No. That’s murder. Uh,
interstate flight. Narcotics.”
"You’ve got nine, he said, holding up nine fingers. “What’s the
tenth?
"I don’t remember.”
"Here’s a clue.” He stuck up his middle finger, the wave he made to
women drivers when they braked on curves.
I got up from my chair. "I’m a little sleepy. Are we going fishing
tomorrow?”
"Give up? he said.
I was tired of this game.
"Need another clue?” he said.
"No.
put my hands in my pockets, trying to remember which key
was his and which was mine.
"Come over and give your old dad a night-night kiss.”
looked at the door. Like the cockroach, I wanted to run, but couldn’t.
He half-stood, grabbed my shoulders and pulled my lips toward his. His towel
fell on the floor.
In the shadowed light, his face reminded me of last summer’s trip, how
we’d been on our way back from the nation’s Capitol and stopped at his cousin’s
place in Sioux City, and how, after a rain, Father had taken me out at midnight,
on a secret mission, how we had crept across the unmowed grass, and how, in
the slanted beams of flashlights, nightcrawlers had arched from the earth, their
segmented bodies thick with damp, how they had been undulating and waving
in the blades of grass, and how some had gotten crushed beneath my knees as
worked to grab and tug them from the ground.
made a fist and socked my father’s stomach as hard as I could. "Daddy!
No!!”
Father grunted and fell back in bed. I staggered and groped behind me
for the chair. I leaned on it. Sweat had formed in the small of my back, and I
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knew if I sat, my body would stick to the chair and be glued there forever.
“Fair enough. Father pulled up the sheet and his sunburned arm
reached for the light. “Don’t forget the silver for your mother, and if she asks,
tell her I didn’t lay a hand on you.”
Breathing hard and wiping my lips with the back of my arm, scooped
the coins from the dresser.
Inside my room, the lights were out. The moon, coming through
the window, cut checkerboard squares on the floor. My mother had left my
pajamas on my pillow. went into the bathroom, stacked the coins on the sink,
and scrubbed my face. With tweezers, tried to pick out the glass embedded in
my palm, but I couldn’t get it.
Mother had left her train case on the back of the toilet. found the
first-aid kit under her brush-rollers. With the mercurochrome ’s wand, I treated
my wounds, and then went to bed. The cool sheets made me shiver.
Mother rolled over. “Did he go to sleep?
“Yes,” I said.
“What did you say to him?”
“I listened to him talk about his Pancho Villa coin.”
“He always gets the last word, doesn’t he? She reached across the
divide between our beds.
turned my back and curled up. My shoulders shook and my knees
jerked. To control myself, I hugged my pillow. Mother asked if I had a fever.
“No,” said.
“He didn’t touch you, did he?” Mother asked.
“He didn’t lay a hand on me.”
And would make sure he never did again.
My palm smarted. The glass was still in there. My body ached from
holding itself together.
In the night, while Mother snored and tossed fitfully in her sleep,
Carlos crept to the window. His breath, like the breath of the Gulf, heaving
and sighing gently on the sand, came to me in murmurs. “Psst. Psst. Psst.” And
as for the rest, Mother would not leave Veracruz, there would be no airplane
ride, and Father would sulk until we gave him back the silver. One coin he let
me keep. Cold and hard and heavy, it covers my palm, a souvenir of that trip.
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